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A  REVISION  OF  THE  SHARP-TAILED  GROUSE 
WITH  A  DESCRIPTION  OF  A  NEW  RACE 

By  L.  L.  Snyder 

During  a  recent  study  of  the  sharp-tailed  grouse,  a  preliminary 
taxonomic  review  of  the  species  was  undertaken.  Since  the  prepara- 
tion of  the  report  on  this  broader  study,1  such  additional  material  has 
been  obtained  as  to  make  possible  the  completion  of  the  taxonomic 
phase  of  the  investigation.  The  following  suggested  revision  including 
the  description  of  a  new  race  is  the  result. 

These  conclusions  are  based  on  the  examination  of  218  specimens 
from  a  wide  range  of  localities  as  shown  by  the  accompanying  map. 
Most  of  the  specimens  were  in  unworn  winter  plumage  which  is  essen- 
tial for  comparisons.  Birds  in  worn  plumage  tend  to  confuse  the 
picture  of  racial  differentiation,  even  those  taken  after  a  January  date 
being  unsatisfactory. 

The  present  study  recognizes  five  races  and  discusses  the  possibility 
that  a  sixth  (P.  p.  jamesi  Lincoln)2  may  be  worthy  of  recognition. 
The  races  fall  into  two  groups  on  the  basis  of  general  size,  size  and 
shape  of  bill  and  general  coloration  and  pattern.  Intergrading  and 
parallelling  of  one  or  more  of  these  group  characters  has,  of  course, 
been  observed. 

GROUP  A 

The  smaller  representatives  of  the  species,  characterized  by  a  ten- 
dency toward  greyness,  or  a  bi-coloured  appearance  and  a  finer  pattern 
of  markings  on  the  dorsal  region.  Found  in  the  great  basin  region  and 
the  far  northwest. 


JA  study  of  the  sharp-tailed  grouse.     Univ.  Toronto  Stud.,  Biol.  Ser.  40,  Pt.  II,  1935. 
2A  review  of  the  genus  Pedloeceies  in  Colorado.     Proc.  Biol.  Soc.  Wash.  30  :  S3-86. 
1917. 
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Pedioecetes  phasianellus  columbianus  (Ord) 
Columbian  Sharp-tailed  Grouse 

Phasianus  Columbianus  Ord,  in  Guthrie,  Geog.  2d  Am.  ed.,  1815,  317. 
Based  on  the  Prairie  Hen,  Lewis  and  Clark  Exped.  Rocky  Mts.,  II, 
180-182  (Great  Plains  of  the  Columbia  River). 

This  is  the  smallest  of  all  the  races  (see  table  of  measurements). 
The  blackish  and  pale  dorsal  markings  are  about  equally  displayed, 
the  latter  slightly  predominating.  The  general  aspect  above  is  more 
grey  and  somewhat  darker  than  campestris.  The  pale  markings  of  the 
dorsal  feathers  are  not  as  richly  coloured  as  are  corresponding  markings 
on  birds  of  the  great  plains:  They  are  variegated  on  individuals  or 
within  a  series  from  "pale  olive  buff"  to  "wood  brown".  The  general 
effect  of  the  dorsal  pattern  is  that  it  is  finer  and  usually  more  broken 
and  variegated  than  on  birds  from  the  great  plains.  The  large  white 
markings  on  the  wings  are  not  conspicuous  because  of  the  general  lack 
of  contrast  with  other  tones  of  the  dorsal  region. 

The  ventral  markings  are  darker  than  the  average  for  campestris  and 
slightly  more  extensively  distributed  posteriorly.  The  beak  is  smaller 
than  in  campestris,  frequently  not  so  deep  and  straighter.  The  sexes 
are  very  similar  in  general  appearance  but  females  average  smaller 
than  males  and  usually  possess  a  transverse  pattern  on  the  central  tail 
feathers,  not  longitudinal  as  is  found  on  the  central  and  basal  portion 
of  the  corresponding  feathers  of  males. 

Range:  Great  Basin  or  intermountain  region  from  northern  British 
Columbia  south  to  New  Mexico.     (See  accompanying  map). 

Remarks:  Probably  intergrades  with  kennicottii  in  northern  British 
Columbia  and  possibly  with  sharp-tailed  grouse  on  the  east  side  of  the 
Rocky  Mountains  in  the  north-eastern  part  of  that  province.  Although 
the  range  of  this  race  is  still  extensive,  it  is  now  extirpated  in  many 
localities  within  its  range.  Specimens  from  south  of  western  Montana 
have  not  been  available  for  study. 

Pedioeceles  phasianellus  kennicottii  (Suckley) 
Northwestern  Sharp-tailed  Grouse 

Pediocaetes  kennicottii  Suckley,  Proc.  Acad.  Nat.  Sci.  Phil.,  XIV,  p.  362, 
1861.  (Great  Slave  Lake,  Northwest  Territories). 
Similar  to  phasianellus  in  colour  but  somewhat  smaller  in  size,  more 
especially  in  ihe  depth  of  the  beak,  which  is  also,  on  the  average, slightly 
straighter.  In  general  aspect  this  is  the  most  nearly  bi-coloured  of  all 
the  races  of  sharp-tailed  grouse,  i.e.,  there  is  a  minimum  of  intermediate 
tones  and  colours  between  the  extremes,  black  and  white.  The  fea- 
thers of  the  dorsal  region  are  more  extensively  black  than  is  the  average 
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in  phasianellus,  resulting  in  or  consequent  to  the  narrowing  or  reduction 
of  the  light  coloured  markings  on  the  feathers.  The  tone  of  the  light 
coloured  markings  of  the  back  average  paler  ("cinnamon  buff"  to 
"Saccardo's  umber")  than  corresponding  markings  on  phasianellus. 
This  effect  is  heightened  by  contrast  with  the  more  intense  black  of 
the  feathers.  The  extension  of  the  black  pattern  on  individual  rump 
feathers  of  representatives  of  kennicottii  is  usually  obvious  when  com- 
pared with  other  races. 

Along  the  lateral  portions  of  the  head,  neck,  breast  and.  on  the  flanks, 
kennicottii  is  more  nearly  bicoloured  than  phasianellus,  the  buffy  to 
brown  infusion  of  the  feathers  being  reduced  to  a  minimum  in  this  race. 
The  dark  markings  on  the  feathers  of  the  breast  and  sides  are  more 
uniformly  dark  umber  brown  than  on  phasianellus,  not  frequently 
greyed  or  broken  with  paler  tones  as  in  the  latter  form. 

Sexual  differences  are  as  noted  for  columbianus. 

Range:    Alaska,  Yukon  and  Mackenzie  region. 

Remarks:  The  range  of  this  form  appears  not  to  be  contiguous  with 
that  of  phasianellus.  This  race  probably  intergrades  with  columbianus 
in  northern  British  Columbia.  The  impression  of  the  writer  is  that 
kennicottii  is  a  blackish,  boreal-forest  product  or  representative  of  the 
"columbianus"  end  of  the  sharp-tailed  grouse  species  as  phasianellus  is 
for  the  "campeslris1'1  group. 

The  revival  of  this  form  has  recently  been  proposed  by  Dumont.3 
Although  he  did  not  have  typical  phasianellus  for  comparison,  he  de- 
fined the  northwest  form,  kennicottii,  by  several  of  the  characters 
mentioned  above. 

GROUP  B 

The  larger  representatives  of  the  species,  characterized  by  a  relative 
prevalence  of  colour  ("light  buff"  through  "ochraceous  buff"  and 
"cinnamon"  to  "bister")  and  a  coarser  pattern  of  markings  on  thedorsal 
region.     Found  on  the  great  plains  and  the  far  northeast. 

Pedioeceies  phasianellus  phasianellus  (Linnaeus) 
Northern  Sharp-tailed  Grouse 

Tetrao  Phasianellus  Linnaeus,  Syst.  Nat.,  ed.  10,  I,  160,  1758.     (Based 
on    the   Long-tailed    Grouse    of    Hudson    Bay   [probably    York 
Factory]),  Edwards  Nat.  Hist.  Birds,  117. 
This  is  the  smallest  and  darkest  race  within  Group  B. 
This,  the  typical  race  of  the  genus,  is  paralleled  in  general  appear- 
ance by  kennicottii,  with  certain  average  differences  as  noted  in  the 
account  of  that  form  given  above.     The  major  distinctions  between 

*Pedioecetes  phasianellus  kennicottii  Revived,  Auk,  Vol.  L,  no.  4,  Oct.  1933. 
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phasianellus  and  kennicottii  may  be  repeated  in  brief  as  follows — phas- 
ianellus  on  the  average  has  a  thicker  beak,  a  coarser  and  less  contrast- 
ing dorsal  pattern  and  a  greater  suffusion  of  buffy  to  brown  colour 
along  the  lateral  areas.  The  paler  colours  of  the  dorsal  region  are 
variegated  from  "cinnamon",  through  "saccardo's  umber"  to  "bister". 
Paler  tones  are  usually  accounted  for  by  "wear"  or  bleaching. 

The  sexes  differ  as  noted  for  other  races. 

Range:  From  northeastern  Manitoba  through  far  northern  Ontario 
to  the  James  Bay  watershed  of  Ungava  (Quebec). 

Remarks :  As  pointed  out  under  the  account  of  kennicottii,  the  range 
of  phasianellus  and  kennicottii  do  not  meet  in  northern  Manitoba  and 
northern  Saskatchewan  according  to  the  available  information  from 
that  region,  obtained  in  part  during  a  recent  peak  of  numbers  of  the 
species  in  northern  Canada.  The  typical  form,  however,  blends  with 
the  race  occupying  territory  southwest  of  its  range  in  Manitoba  and 
Ontario. 

Pedioeceles  phasianellus  campisyhicola  subsp.  nov. 
Poplar  Sharp-tailed  Grouse 

Type:  Royal  Ontario  Museum  of  Zoology,  No.  35.4.29.7;  male,  St. 
Charles  (near  Winnipeg),  Manitoba;  collected  October  1G,  1931,  by 
A.  H.  Shortt. 

Subspecific  characters:  Intermediate  between  typical  phasianellus 
and  campestris  in  colour  and  tone  and  in  size.  Black  areas  on  the 
feathers  of  the  back  less  extensive  than  in  phasianellus  and  more  exten- 
sive than  in  campestris.  The  light-coloured  bars,  tips  and  wedges  on 
the  feathers  of  the  back  vary  on  individuals  and  in  series  from  "pinkish 
cinnamon"  through  "cinnamon"  to  "snuff  brown".  The  paler  colours 
are  more  prevalent  anteriorly  and  on  the  rump,  the  cinnamon  to  brown 
colours  being  predominant  over  black  in  the  general  aspect  of  the 
dorsal  region.  The  dark  markings  on  the  breast  and  sides  are  similar 
to  those  of  campestris,  usually  somewhat  darker  in  tone  and  not,  on 
the  average,  as  extensively  distributed  or  as  large  as  in  phasianellus. 

Campisyhicola  differs  from  columbianus  in  being  larger  in  all  measure- 
ments, richer  in  colour  above  (not  as  greyed)  and  patterned  with 
coarser  markings.  It  is  distinguished  from  kennicottii  in  being  larger, 
including  the  beak,  predominantly  brown  above  (not  so  black  or  con- 
trastingly marked)  and  exhibiting  a  coarser  pattern  of  the  dorsal 
feathers. 

The  sexual  differences  are  as  in  the  other  races. 

Measurements  of  the  type:  Length  467  mm.,  wing  209  mm.,  tail 
132  mm.,  culmen  15.5  mm.,  depth  of  culmen  10. 

Range:     From  the  upper  peninsula  of  Michigan  westward  through 
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northern  Wisconsin  and  Minnesota,  western  Ontario  (w.  Thunder  bay, 
Rainy  river  and  s.w.  Kenora),  southern  Manitoba,  southern  and  central 
Saskatchewan  and  southern  and  central  Alberta,  south  along  the 
eastern  foothills  of  the  Rocky  Mountains  in  Montana.  The  central 
part  of  this  area  approximately  coincides  with  the  grove-belt  or  poplar 
forest  in  Canada. 

Remarks:  This  form  intergrades  with  phasianellus  in  central  Mani- 
toba and  northwestern  Ontario;  with  kennicoltii  in  northern  Alberta 
and  possibly  in  northwestern  Saskatchewan.  Central  to  northern 
Alberta  birds  of  this  race  average  smaller  and  have  somewhat  thinner 
beaks,  but  are  characteristically  and  predominantly  brown  above;  they 
appear  to  reflect  either  a  recent  or  an  ancient  influence  of  both  the 
northwestern  race  {kennicoltii)  and  the  intermountain  race  Columbia  mis. 
The  intergradation  of  campisyhicola  with  campeslris  occurs  in  North 
Dakota  and  Montana,  the  more  extensively  ochraceous  and  "buck- 
thorn brown"  birds  being  regarded  as  intergrades. 

Pedioeceles  phasianellus  campeslris  Ridgway 
Praire  Sharp-tailed  Grouse 

Pedioeceles  phasianellus  campeslris  Ridgway,  Proc.  Biol.  Soc.  Wash., 
II,  93,  Apr.  10,  1884.  (Illinois  and  Rosebud  Creek,  Montana 
Terr.  =  Illinois). 

The  largest  (except  the  postulated  jamesi)  and  according  to  the 
author's  interpretation,  the  most  variable  in  colour  of  all  the  races  of 
sharp-tailed  grouse.  Pale  markings  on  the  dorsal  feathers  predom- 
inate over  blackish:  They  range  from  "light  buff"  through  "ochra- 
ceous buff"  to  "buckthorn  brown".  The  markings  on  the  feathers  of 
the  breast  and  sides  are  comparatively  small  in  size,  restricted  in  dis- 
tribution and  relatively  pale  or  variegated  in  colour. 

The  sexes  differ  as  in  the  other  races. 

Range:  From  South  Dakota  (extirpated  eastward)  and  eastern 
Montana  south  through  western  Nebraska  and  the  plains  of  Wyoming 
to  northeastern  Colorado  (extirpated  eastward). 

Remarks:  This  race  has  suffered  the  greatest  shrinkage  of  range  of 
alt  the  forms  of  the  sharp-tailed  grouse  and,  with  the  possible  exception 
of  columbianus,  the  greatest  depletion  of  numbers  through  settlement 
and  cultivation.  The  type  specimen  has  not  been  seen  but  compar- 
isons have  been  made  with  a  bird  from  northern  Illinois  (Andalusia). 
Although  this  specimen  tends  toward  the  "ochraceous  buff"  to  "buck- 
thorn brown"  intermediates,  it  could  not  be  interpreted  as  representing 
the  form  herein  named  campisyhicola.  The  selection  of  a  type  for  cam- 
peslris from  Nebraska  would  have  been  much  more  satisfactory.  Indi- 
viduals characterized  by  the  prevalence  of  ochraceous  occur  in  the 
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same  locality  with  the  somewhat  paler  or  buffy  birds  in  southern  South 
Dakota.  It  would  seem  that  distinctions  would  be  drawn  too  finely 
to  restrict  the  name  campestris  to  birds  of  the  great  plains  in  the 
northern  states  and  name  the  slightly  paler  birds  to  the  south. 

?  Pedioecdes  phasianellus  jamui  Lincoln 
James's  Sharp-tailed  Grouse 

Pedioeceles  piiasianellus  james-i  Lincoln,  Proc.  Biol  Soc,  Wash.,  Vol.  30,  84,  May  23, 
1917.     (Castle  Rock,  Colorado). 

The  distinctive  characters  as  observed  from  only  three  specimens  are:  the  large 
size,  as  indicated  by  the  wing  and  culmen,  and  the  more  heavily  marked  underparts. 
As  will  be  noted  in  the  table  of  measurements,  the  beak  of  this  postulated  form  is  rela- 
tively thick  and  the  wing  near  or  exceeding  the  maximum  of  campestris.  Dorsally, 
two  of  the  three  specimens  examined  are  darker  than  Colorado  and  Nebraska  campestris. 
The  markings  on  the  breast  and  sides  of  these  two  specimens  are  larger,  more  exten- 
sively distributed  and  somewhat  darker  in  tone  than  is  characteristic  of  campestris. 

Origin  of  specimens  examined:  2  Sehley,  Arapahoe  County,  1  Elbert  County, 
which  is  within  "the  broken  country  adjoining  the  eastern  foothills"  of  the  Rocky 
Mountains  and  near  the  type  locality,  Castle  Rock,  Douglas  County,  Colorado. 

Remarks:  It  appears  there  is  a  variation  in  the  sharp-tailed  grouse  population 
inhabiting  the  rough,  broken,  scrub-oak  country  adjoining  the  eastern  foothills  in 
centra!  Colorado.  Whether  or  not  this  variation  is  constant  and  marked  enough  to 
deserve  recognition  by  name  has  not  been  determined.  It  may  be  here  repeated  that 
more  variation  has  been  observed  in  the  southern  great  plains  birds  than  those  from 
elsewhere. 
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